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Thouwsand Bays

OFf Diem

A bewildering summer in

Victnam ended in a coup and .

the murder of Diem.

Nincteenth in a series.
By Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr.

Of all the problems Ken-
nedy inherited none was
more intractable than that
of South Vietnam. Here the
inereasingly unpopular gov-
ernments of Nge Dinh Diem
under constant attack
from a Communist-led guer-
movement, the Viet.
cong. In an effort to
strengthen the cause ot
Victnamese  independence,
Kennedy in 1961 decided (o
send in a corps of American
military and technical advis-
ers. .

During 1962 the new siua-
fezy seemed to be workinga.

The Saigon government aw-.

peared to be recoverin< s
authorily. The Vieteconyz ai-
most reached the point of
giving up _in the Mekong
Delta and withdrawine (o
But,
the surface, opposition 1o
Diem was rising within his
own army and government.

When Diem’s troops fired
at a Buddhist religions
meeting in the spring of
1963, the resulting indigna-
tion shook the Diem regime.
Ignoring American profestis,
and his hrothey
Dinh Nhu intensfied
repression of the Buddhists.

Bewildering Reports

The reports from Vietnam
were bewildering, Our gen-

erals on the spot were un-

shakably optimistic; Ameri
can newspapermen in Sai

under,
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Kewir el told (he a-sem
Bied digniiarios Lhe v w ok
s heputifully, thar tie
texime was heloved by the
veople and that we aeed

have no undue concern vver

. ahout Nhu.

Mendenhall told them.

[ that South Vietnam was in
«a desperate state, that the -

regime was on the cdge of
collapse .and that Nhu had
to go. The President listen-

~od politely and finally said,

Nuo .
their:

ron were deeply pessimist- |

ic. The President sent a se-

;. she won support from right-

ries of missions to Vietham .
in an effort to find out the -

truth. One consisted of two
old Vietnam hands, Gen.
Victor Krulack of the Ma-
rines and Joseph Menden-
hall of State, a Foreign
Service officer. ’
After a frenzied weekend

of insnecction and intm‘roza-_

- tion, the {wo men flew back

immediately to the

 tional Security (,ouncl

s plain,

o Te i o ; X
~asking” Let them come 40 {5 Washinglon. Indeed, on

-aid. !

“Were you two ‘gentlemen .
in the same country?” !

An attack on the Buddist |
- pagodas in "August, just be-E

Ifm'o the' arrival of Henry'

Cabot Lodge as the new
American Ambasqndor crys-
tallized the disaffcction of ,
Diem's gencerals.

Lodge now began his Sai-:-

t on tour with the usual calls’

on Diem and Nhu. When he,
gol nowhere with them, he
stopped  calling on  them. .
“They have not done any«
hing T asked,” he would ex-
“They know what I
wani, Why should I keep -
ask me.” :
The anti-Diem scction - ol !
the Iml)assy and American'!
press in Saigon, enormously
cheered, gaid to cach other: |
“Our meaandarin is going to
< beal their mandarin.” Lodge
lept callirg Washington that
the situation was getting
warse and that the time had |
arrived for the United tSates |
to inérckse its pressure. He !
recommendnd in particular
the suspension of American

Sclective Aid Suspension
Larly in October a sclec-
tive suspension went quietly
into effect. 1t was hoped that
the' absence of publicity
would onooumw' Niem to do

something about the Nhus’
ancd the Buddhists without!
seeming to aet under pres-.

sure and thereby losing face. |
But in due course, the
Vietnamese bitterly an-|
nounced the suspension’
themselves, Madame Nhu:
now appeared in the United :
States to lobby against ‘the. -
new policy; for a moment

wing politicians, though in
the end her ‘extravaganccs .
injured her own eausc.

As for Diem, there is some
suggestion -that the program
of pressure, so belatedly
adopted, was having impact.
1t was too late. On Nov. 1 the -
generals struck. Diem and!
Nhu were murdered, and tlie ;
history of Vietnam entered

ALD

Hoois imrorfant to
cieavly that the coup was
cntirely planned and  car-
vied out by the Victnamese,
Neither the Awmgerican Em-
hassy nor tllc(é‘!:i}wcrc in-
volved in instigation or
execcution,  Coup rumors,

toward the end of October;
and on Oct. 29 the Nautional

sider American policy in the
even!, (hat a coup should
fake viace.

The Attorney Gencral
characlerized Lhe reports as)
very thin, The President,

“ noting that the pro-Diem and

anti-Dicm forces seemed
about ecqual,” observed that’
any American action undcr

such conditions would e,
siliy, :
it Lodge  agreed, ihwes

President - said, we should

¢ instruct him to discourage a:

coup, But Lodge knew litlle,
more than he had reported:

the morning of Nov. 1 he
actually took Admiral Felt,
to call on Diem — an ‘in-
cident which alarmed the-
- conspirators who, knowing
Diem’s gift for long-distance
talking, feared he would
detain his visitors past 130

in the afternoon, when the'
revolt was schedulcd to’
hegin.

Military Resentment

What lay behind the coup’
was not the meddling of.
Americans, quiet or ugly/
but the long history of Viet-
namese military resentment

~against Diem, compounded
now by the fear that Nhu,
with his- admiration for
totalitarian methods of or-
ganization, might try to.
transform South Vietnam!
into a police state.

It was almost 1nev1tablc
that, at one point or another,!
the, generals +would {furn
against so arhitrary and ir-i
rational a regime. As Lodge'
later put it, the coup was

“like a rock rolling down-!

hill. Tt could. have been’
_stopped only by aggu‘ssxve‘
“American §n. tervention,
against the army on behalf
of Diem and the Nhus. This
coursc few - Americans in
Saigon or Washington .were
willing to recommend, i

I saw the President soon
after he hcard 1hat Diem |

slate

cpidemic in Saigon since,
1960, had hegun to rise again

Seciidy Counreil met to con--

©namese

- be

and shaken, 1
had not seen him so de-
pressed  since the Bay of
Pigs. No doubt he realizec
that Vietnam was his great
failure in foreign policy,
and that lhie bad never real-

was sombeye

©ly ziven it his full attentiou.

But the fact that the Viet-
secemed  ready 1o
fight had made him frel
that there was a reasonabile
chance of making a. go of it;
and then the optimism of
1962 had carried him along.
Yet, with his memory of th:
French in Indochina in 1051,
he ‘had always helicved
there was a point at which
our intcrvention migit vun
Vietnamese nationalism
against us and transform an
Asian civil conflicl into a
white man’s war., When he-
came into office, 2000 Amecr-
ican troops were in Viefs
nam, Now ‘there were 16.000.
How many more éould there
helore we passed the
point?
By 1961 choices had al-
ready fatally narrowed; but
still, it Vietnam had heen ®
handled as a political rathep”
than a military aroblem, if
Washington had not ac-
cepted the optimistic reports
of our own gencrals for so
long, if Diem had been sub-
Jected to (actful pressure
rather than treated with un-
critical respeet, if Lodge
had gone to Siizon in 1951
instead of 1965, if, if, if—
and now it was ali past, and

i Diem miserablv dead.

The Saizon generals were
claiming that he had killed

himse!f; hut the President,’
shaking his head, douhted

tirat, #< a Catholic, lic would
hove (aken this way ru'.

He said that Diem had
fourhl for his country for
20 years and that it should
not have ended like this.
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